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Praise for Truth Before Reconciliation

“This incredibly urgent collection defines and analyzes Indian residential school denialism, explains why it is on the rise, maps its techniques and networks, and offers practical, legal, archival, pedagogical, and public history responses. Truth Before Reconciliation rises to the monumental task of helping Canadians differentiate between rage bait and fact.”

—Pam Palmater, Toronto Metropolitan University

“This first book-length study of denialism will be a seminal book in the field. It is an excellent and clear refutation of the key talking points of many denialists and their mistaken assumptions and desire to deceive. Truth Before Reconciliation should be in every school, university, and public library.”

—David B. MacDonald, University of Guelph

“Residential school denialism rarely takes the form of outright claims that the system never existed. More often, it appears through subtle but powerful moves that minimize, cherry-pick, or decontextualize the historical record, softening the devastating impacts of residential schools and colonial violence on Indigenous peoples and their communities. In Truth Before Reconciliation, Sean Carleton and Niigaan Sinclair carefully expose these patterns and demonstrate why they matter. By situating denialism within broader struggles over historical literacy and public education, the authors show how incomplete or distorted understandings of the past continue to shape relationships in the present. At a time when debates about truth, reconciliation, and public memory are often hotly contested, this book offers an essential and timely intervention—guiding readers back to the historical record while challenging denialist myths through careful analysis and the lived experiences of those working on the front lines of residential school history and truth-telling. This book offers everyone a clear direction forward.”

—Janice Forsyth, University of British Columbia


“This timely book offers crucial insight into the rise of residential school denialism, and through nuanced examination of the people and strategies behind it, provides the knowledge and understanding we need to resist and defuse it.”

—Carey Newman, University of Victoria

“It is so important we continue to teach truth amidst the hurtful noise of denialism and the creep it is making into Canadian society, from mainstream media to classrooms and to the House of Commons. This foundational book, edited by Niigaan Sinclair and Sean Carleton, contains true voices, lived experience, and undeniable facts about settler colonialism in Canada. Truth Before Reconciliation is strong, essential reading for every Canadian looking to understand Indian Residential School denialism, how harmful it is and how unjust it is. Canada has a complex relationship with Indigenous Peoples, and this book examines why and how the country can work to turn things around. It is an important written arsenal in the fight against denialism and hate.”

—Tanya Talaga, author of The Knowing

“It took such immense courage for Survivors to share their lived experience of residential schooling with the TRC, and the world at large. It’s time for us to lift the burden of confronting denialists’ manipulation of historical record from the shoulders of Survivors and intergenerational Survivors. This multi-voiced volume provides the arguments and the evidence necessary to stand up for the truth. Thank you Drs. Sinclair and Carleton for creating and curating this essential and timely book.”

—Shelagh Rogers OC, Honorary Witness, Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Chancellor, Queen’s University
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“Without truth, justice is not served, healing cannot happen, and there can be no genuine reconciliation.”

—Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada








The following content concerns Canada’s Indian Residential School System and includes references to child abuse, sexual abuse, death, genocide, and intergenerational trauma, which may be distressing to readers. It also discusses the actions of those who seek to deny, downplay, distort, and minimize harms related to residential schooling, which may be triggering.

If you need support, please take care and access the following resources available:


	•National Indian Residential School Crisis Line: 1-866-925-4419

	•Indian Residential School Survivors Society: 1-800-721-0066

	•Hope for Wellness Helpline: 1-855-242-3310
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Introduction

by Sean Carleton and Niigaan Sinclair

On 7 March 2017, Lynn Beyak delivered a controversial speech in the Senate defending Canada’s Indian Residential School System (IRSS) as being “well-intentioned.” The Conservative senator argued that, instead of dwelling on the mistreatment and abuse experienced by many of the over 150,000 Indigenous children and youth who attended the more than 130 residential schools across Canada between 1883 and 1997, people should focus on the “good” the system accomplished in terms of assimilating Indigenous Peoples into Canadian society. The senator explained that it was her intent to speak “in memory” of the “kindly” residential school staff whose “remarkable works” and “good deeds” have gone unrecognized because they are too often “overshadowed by negative reports.” Though Beyak admitted that “mistakes were made” at Indian Residential Schools (IRS), she used her speech to insist that an emphasis on the system’s positives will help “Canada’s native people” to thrive “as victors, not victims.”1

Beyak’s speech, made only a year after the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada released its Final Report in 2015 and showed Canadians the evidence of how residential schooling constituted genocide, sparked an intense public controversy.2 Beyak’s attempt to put a positive spin on the system—that even Stephen Harper, the Conservative prime minister who appointed her to the Senate, called a “sad chapter in Canada’s history” during his 2008 apology to Survivors—was not appreciated by many, including her fellow senator and the former chair of the TRC, Murray Sinclair.3 In response, Sinclair suggested that those trying to downplay the harms of residential schooling were “dim-witted” and posed a serious barrier to meaningful reconciliation.4 Even the Anglican Church of Canada (ACC), which ran a third of the schools across the country, including the Pelican Lake Indian Residential School near Dryden, Ontario (Treaty 3 Territory) where Beyak lives, made a public statement clarifying that “nothing good” came from the schools. The Church noted that, while a “small minority of survivors” speak of some positive school memories on an individual level, those personal experiences must be understood as occurring in the context of a genocidal school system designed to “kill the Indian in the child.”5

Despite facing wide-spread criticism for her comments, Beyak initially refused to apologize. Instead, she stood behind her “positive” perspective, even attacking criticism of her speech as “fake news and exaggeration.”6 When confronted by reporters, Beyak doubled down on her defence of residential schooling, arguing “there are shining examples from sea to sea of people who owe their lives to the schools.” When pressed on how Indigenous Peoples, especially the many former students who were mentally, physically, and sexually abused in the schools, might feel about such statements, Beyak elaborated: “I’ve suffered with them. . . . I appreciate their suffering more than they’ll ever know [but] the best way to heal is to move forward together. Not to blame, not to point fingers, not to live in the past.” Asked directly if she had read the TRC’s Final Report to fully understand the history of the schools and the intergenerational trauma still experienced by many Indigenous Peoples today, Beyak quipped: “I don’t need any more education.”7 Beyak was removed from a Senate committee on Indigenous issues in April 2017, but she retained her seat in the Red Chamber until she retired in 2021, and she continually constructed herself as a victim of attacks on “free speech,” a common strategy in keeping with what scholars Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang refer to as “moves to innocence.”8

Beyak’s speech and subsequent behaviour can be understood as what we call residential school denialism. Like other forms of denialism, such as climate and science denialism, residential school denialism is not the outright denial of the system’s existence. Denialists rarely say that residential schools never existed, and many, including Beyak, even acknowledge some of the system’s harm and abuse. Instead, residential school denialism is a kind of sophistry similar in nature to Holocaust denialism—also known as negationism or historical denialism—where bad faith discourse is used to question or downplay established truths in order to minimize claims of genocide and protect guilty parties. Denialists do the dishonest work of manipulating evidence, developing disingenuous counterarguments, and deliberately planting seeds of doubt.9 Indeed, many Holocaust “deniers” are actually engaging in denialism. They are deceivers. Dressing up their hate in the garb of pseudo-scholarship, they decontextualize and diminish the Holocaust by questioning its evidence (how reliable are Survivor’s testimonies about execution techniques if they survived?); quibbling over the total number of Jews killed (was it 6 million or 3 million or fewer?); and disputing the means and methods of mass death (were gas chambers and Zyklon B really used?).

Building on existing literature on various forms of denialism, we argue that residential school denialism can be defined as the rejection, minimization, distortion, or misrepresentation of basic facts about residential schooling to shake public confidence in the truth and undermine reconciliation efforts.10 It is part of a broader assault on Indigenous Peoples. The end goal is to delegitimize reconciliation and defend the Church, the State, and the colonial status quo in Canada. Only a small handful of people—mostly connected to conservative, Christian nationalist movements and far-right media—are willfully creating and profiting from residential school denialist content. However, such content is alluring to a larger audience fearful of reconciliation and who find comfort in consuming/promoting anti-Indigenous racism as well as other intersecting forms of bigotry and prejudice, that are being boosted by right wing politicians, think tanks, and media, such as anti-immigrant and anti-trans discourse.11 As scholars from Jean-Paul Sartre and Aileen Moreton-Robinson to Dan Ariely have noted, bigotry of this kind is not always just about hating a scapegoat; as a learned behaviour, it often also provides those who engage in it with a strong sense of community and purpose infused with feelings of power, legitimacy, and superiority.12


8 Ways to Identify and Confront Residential School Denialism

1. Genocide: The destruction, in whole or in part, of a nation or an ethnic group. In spite of the United Nation’s expansive official definition, denialists strategically narrow the term “genocide” to ethnic cleansing events modelled on the Holocaust. Contrary to historical evidence, denialists contend that genocide is not applicable to Canada. The TRC’s final report shows how Canada’s treatment of Indigenous Peoples fits the definition of genocide, specifically explaining how the residential school system was a form of “cultural genocide.” Some denialists jump on this categorization to suggest that “cultural” genocide is not genocide. That is incorrect. The Canadian Historical Association has recently clarified that genocide is, in fact, the correct term to be using in the Canadian context.

2. School: A place where children are taught a variety of academic subjects. Physical assault, sorting of children according to racist assumptions and on the basis of ability and class have long histories in Canadian education. But the particular combination of factors distinguish residential schools from comparative schooling contexts. These factors include: racist assimilationism; cultural shaming and sexual violence combined with multi-generational collusion of church and state; the explicit aim of isolating children to neutralize community resistance to government control. Denialists often make false comparisons between boarding schools and the violent carceral institutions known as “residential schools.” Canadian policy meant that for more than 100 years and multiple generations, Indigenous children were removed from their families and cultures to institutions where many were abused, malnourished, trafficked to local white families and inflicted with substandard education focused on manual labour and servitude—while government also systemically dispossessed Indigenous lands and resources.

3. “But they learned new skills”: Given little meaningful academic or effective vocational instruction, “new skills” taught in residential institutions included religious indoctrination enforced by corporal punishment and myriad forms of abuse, cultural and bodily shame, alienation from family, disconnection from subsistence economies and substandard orientation for wage labour. Church and state officials often justify this “education” in humanitarian—even sacred—terms. But all of these “skills” directly supported the destruction of Indigenous ways of life and the ostensible training of children and youth for lower-class “productive” service positions. Indigenous children were not put on vocational or professional paths towards economic or social competition in Canada’s capitalist settler society.

4. “They had good intentions”: No matter how many bodies are found, how many people testify to the lifelong traumas of extensive abuse at the hands of church officials and teachers, denialists evoke the “good intentions” of some school officials as justification for their maintenance of a genocidal school system for over a century.

5. “You’re ignoring all the good things”: Anything at all that made life bearable under a dominant violent context of staff-inflicted cruelties, deprivations and separations from friends, family and home is cited by denialists as a “good” of residential schooling to absolve churches of culpability. Denialists insist on focusing on a minority of individualized, positive recollections from the schools as part of a strategy to discredit those who draw attention to the overall, systemic genocidal effects of the IRS system. Even the Anglican Church of Canada, which ran approximately 30 per cent of residential schools across the country, has clarified that “there was nothing good” about a school system that sought to “kill the Indian in the child.”

6. Balance: An equal weighting of different elements. Denialists often engage in a form of bias known as “false balance” to wrongly suggest that the “good” and the “bad” of residential schooling were equal parts of the “whole story.” The insistence on focusing on “positives” to provide “balance” fundamentally misrepresents the scholarly consensus, supported by overwhelming survivor testimony and backed by historical research, that the overall effects of the system are genocidal.

7. “It was of the times”: The idea that we can’t judge the past by the values of today. This notion wrongly suggests that no one judged the IRS system harshly during its operation. In fact, Indigenous parents, students and community leaders, church employees and even the Department of Indian Affairs’ own medical expert critiqued the system “in their own times.” However, powerful church and state officials chose to downplay and discredit dissent and resistance for over a century to protect the IRS system so that it could continue to support settler colonialism and Canadian nation-building—as a way of protecting their assets and defend against litigation.

8. Civility: What some settlers demand from Indigenous people when their denialism is publicly called out, challenged and discredited. Indigenous anger, sadness and refusal are labelled as uncivil and excluded from so-called mainstream dialogue. By contrast, our public institutions accommodate public settler anger and outrage used to defend denialists.



Figure 0.1. Eight ways to identify and confront residential school denialism. Daniel Heath Justice and Sean Carleton, “Truth Before Reconciliation,” The Conversation, 5 August 2021, https://theconversation.com/truth-before-reconciliation-8-ways-to-identify-and-confront-residential-school-denialism-164692.

In helping to define residential school denialism and bring public attention to its many harms, Justice and Carleton created this glossary as the start of an inventory of some common contortions used by denialists to try to undermine the overwhelming documentary and testimonial evidence of widespread, multigenerational, systemic, and ongoing violence of the IRS system.

As Daniel Heath Justice and Sean Carleton outline in their article, “Truth Before Reconciliation,” the most common residential school denialist talking points and rhetorical tricks are well known (Figure 0.1).13 They include, for example,


	1.narrowing the definition of genocide to deny its applicability to Canada;

	2.defending the architects of the residential school system, especially Conservative prime minister John A. Macdonald;

	3.emphasizing the skills that Indigenous students were supposedly taught;

	4.dwelling on the stated good intentions of employees, especially Christian missionaries;

	5.cherry-picking any positive student recollections to offer “false balance”;

	6.arguing that accounts of student abuse are overblown and Survivor testimony is untrustworthy;

	7.rejecting evidence of deaths or trying to justify them as being natural or inevitable.

	8.obsessing about the ongoing Kamloops investigation into potential unmarked burials, and aggressively demanding exhumation (e.g. “where are the bodies?”), while ignoring confirmed deaths and unmarked burials across the country;

	9.misrepresenting media errors about potential unmarked burials to push conspiracy theories about governments and First Nations colluding to guilt Canadians into caring about reconciliation through deliberate lies and deception;

	10. denying that the prominent pundits and politicians challenging residential school truths are denialists and instead insisting that they are the real “truth seekers.”



All of these arguments and rhetorical tricks—most of them used by Beyak in her 2017 speech—have been rigorously debunked by peer-reviewed studies as well as by the TRC’s Final Report, but denialists continue to defend and deploy them in their efforts to attack and undermine truth and reconciliation.

Residential school denialism thus deserves more critical analysis in today’s era of truth and reconciliation, a time of reckoning with Canada’s colonial past to build stronger relations between Indigenous Peoples and Canadians.14 Before his passing in 2024, Murray Sinclair suggested a useful approach, which we amplify and build on in this collection. After jesting that denialists are just “dim-whited,” Sinclair argued that it was, in fact, “not enough for us to simply yell at [denialists] and knock them down.” Instead, we must try to understand their reasoning and “show that they are wrong.” He elaborated, “I’ve always been convinced that while we may not deal with all of the [denialists], we can at least take away their tools.” By challenging the comments of high-profile people like Beyak and teaching Canadians the truth about residential schooling, Sinclair was hopeful that denialists “will have a diminishing population of people who will believe them.”15 Sinclair, in short, called for a strategy of engagement to disprove and discredit denialism.

Taking away the “tools” of residential school denialism requires a better understanding of them and how and why some people employ and defend them. As a settler historian of schooling and colonialism (Sean Carleton) and an Indigenous Studies scholar and the son of Murray Sinclair (Niigaan Sinclair), we have assembled Truth Before Reconciliation to advance such an understanding.

In this Introduction, we historicize residential school denialism and contextualize it in terms of recent literature. We also theorize denialism. Specifically, we engage with Albert Memmi’s psychological portrait of the “colonizer who accepts” to highlight the role that denialism plays in justifying ongoing settler capitalism.16 In this context, we suggest that denialism is neither new nor surprising. Instead, we argue that residential school denialism and attacks on truth and reconciliation, can be understood as a common strategy in which colonizers use discourse to legitimize and defend their material power, privilege, and profit. Building on Murray Sinclair’s suggested approach, this book shows how critical analysis of the discursive strategies or “tools” that denialists use—rather than engaging, debating, and thereby platforming and legitimizing denialists themselves—can help check the residential school denialism and support truth and reconciliation efforts.
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Figure 0.2. Photographs of Thomas Moore Keesick, from Muscowpetung Saulteaux First Nation, published in 1897 for the Department of Indian Affairs annual report for the year 1896. This image is an example of the kind of propaganda that Church and State officials used to promote the Indian Residential School System as a benevolent, humanitarian project of uplifting and transforming Indigenous children from so-called “savagery” to civilization. Library and Archives Canada/Annual Report of Indian Affairs 1896/OCLC 1771148.
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Figure 0.3. Chief Star Blanket’s letter. In 1912, a Cree Chief, Star Blanket expressed his frustration at the government using the treaty right to education, understood as a promise of educational resources to teach children in community, as a pretense to take Indigenous children away to distant residential schools where they often got sick and died far from their families. Library and Archives Canada, RG10, School Files, Volume 4068, File 422, 752.
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Figure 0.4. Peter Henderson Bryce (1853–1932), physician, public health official, and author of The Story of a National Crime: An Appeal for Justice to the Indians of Canada (1922). Lancefields of Ottawa, 1989, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Bryce#/media/File:Peter_H._Bryce.jpg.
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Figure 0.5. Daily Colonist headline, c.1907. Bryce’s report on residential schools received a lot of press from across the country. This is evidenced by an article from the 16 November 1907 edition of the Daily Colonist, a newspaper in Victoria, British Columbia. The article draws attention to high rates of student death and disease that Bryce attributed to systemic problems with the Indian Residential School System.
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Figure 0.6. St. Mary’s Indian Residential School, Mission, British Columbia, c. 1880s. First opened in 1861, and run mostly by the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate (O.M.I), St. Mary’s was the last residential school to close in British Columbia in 1984. More than 2,000 students attended the school, many of them from the Stó:lō Nation. Royal BC Museum, BC Archives, D-08840.
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Figure 0.7. The foundation of the Boys’ Dormitory, which is still visible on the grounds of the old St. Mary’s Indian Residential School, now the Fraser Valley Heritage Park, in British Columbia. The National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation lists the deaths of fifteen students at St. Mary’s. The Stó:lō Nation believes that number is higher and is currently undertaking additional research about the institution, including searching its grounds as well as the grounds of other former residential schools in the Fraser Valley for potential unmarked burials. Photo by Sean Carleton.




Historicizing Residential School Denialism

Residential school denialism is on the rise today, but it is important to recognize that it is not new. In fact, settlers downplaying or “silencing” the destructive effects of residential schooling for Indigenous Peoples has a long history.17 Sociologist Eric Taylor Woods has noted that, for much of the system’s 100-year history in Canada, Church and State officials “likened the residential schools to a humanitarian—even sacred—enterprise designed to save Indigenous communities from extinction in the face of an ostensibly higher form of civilization.”18 Even when confronted with evidence of horrific conditions in many of the schools documented in the annual reports of the Department of Indian Affairs (DIA), officials clung to a “humanitarian” discourse and discredited the system’s detractors, especially Indigenous leaders and parents who consistently raised concerns about the schools (see Figure 0.3). Officials also disregarded non-Indigenous critics. In 1907, as the system was expanding across the country, Peter Henderson Bryce, a medical official working for the DIA, released a report drawing attention to the abnormally high rate of student death and disease in many residential schools that he argued was exacerbated by the system’s indifference and underfunding which led to overcrowding, poor nutrition, and a lack of proper sanitation (see Figures 0.4 and 0.5).19 The DIA ignored Bryce’s report.20 Bryce tried to blow the whistle on residential schooling in its initial phase, but DIA officials chose to selectively focus on the “positive” results the system was having—or, more correctly, that they hoped it would have—in disrupting Indigenous lifeways and supporting continued settler colonialism and Canadian nation-building.21 It was not until the 1940s, argues Woods, that “the gap between the benign representation of the residential schools and their malign reality had become so wide that it was no longer possible to ignore.”22 Even still, many Church and State officials continued to promote a positive representation of residential schooling. Despite the system’s obvious failings, even according to the DIA’s own experts, residential schools operated in many parts of Canada for another fifty years. The last school closed in 1997.23

It was not until former students began publishing accounts of their abuse at the schools and started organizing for redress that the dominant humanitarian narrative about residential schooling started to shift significantly. Some students admittedly recounted positive experiences, but, by the 1970s and 1980s, more former students were speaking out about the cruelty, abuse, and poor conditions they endured in schools across the country.24 As more students spoke publicly about their negative experiences and the damage done by the system, they inspired others to break their silence, eventually sparking a movement led by thousands of former students seeking an apology and compensation. With many officials still denying any wrongdoing—and some right-wing pundits vehemently defending the Church and the system’s legacy in the 1980s and 1990s (see Figure 0.8)—86,000 students forced the issue by launching one of the largest class-action lawsuits in Canadian history, which the Government of Canada chose to settle out of court by agreeing to the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement (IRSSA, 2006/2007).25 As a result of the settlement, the federal government officially apologized to former students in 2008 and established the Independent Assessment Process (IAP) to deal with individual claims and an independent commission, which became the TRC, to research and raise national awareness about residential schooling. As part of its research, the TRC consulted thousands of Church and State records and gathered testimony from more than 6,000 witnesses, including school employees and former students. The goal of the commission was to present evidence that would “reveal to Canadians the complex truth about the history and the ongoing legacy” of residential schooling.26



[image: A wide, wooded clearing with several rows of gravestones in the background. Most of the gravestones are shaped like crosses, while others are short, rounded blocks.]


Figure 0.8. The O.M.I. Cemetery, which is adjacent to the former St. Mary’s Indian Residential School, containing burials connected to the institution as well as other Oblates, including the disgraced Bishop Emeritus of Prince George, Hubert O’Connor. In 1996, O’Connor was charged for rape and indecently assaulting Indigenous girls while he was principal of the St. Joseph’s Indian Residential School in Williams Lake, British Columbia. He fathered at least one child, which was put up for adoption. While O’Connor was found guilty, making him one of the first Canadian Catholic bishops to be convicted of sex crimes, the charges against him were appealed and eventually stayed in favour of a community-led restorative justice initiative. Years later, on 4 June 2022, an elderly man, Richard Albert Manuel, drove his truck through a memorial march near the former St. Mary’s school while yelling racist slurs. Found guilty of dangerous operation of a motor vehicle, Manuel was sentenced to a nine-month conditional sentence (house arrest) and a twelve-month driving prohibition, but he was not sent to jail. Photo by Sean Carleton.
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Figure 0.9. The 26 January 1998 issue of Alberta Report—a conservative weekly newsmagazine based in Edmonton, Alberta—included a number of articles challenging “Canada’s Mythical Holocaust.” Foreshadowing the approach of more recent denialist publications, the issue’s cover cherry-picks a photograph of smiling Indigenous children and suggests that the “horrors” of the Indian Residential School System are “rooted more in fiction than fact.” Image courtesy of the Provincial Archives of Alberta, PR2005.0335.33.294.
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Figure 0.10. Murray Sinclair, Mazina Ghiizik-iban, at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Closing Ceremony, 2015. Photo by Fred Catroll.



The TRC released its Final Report in 2015. The conclusions shocked many Canadians but confirmed what generations of Indigenous Peoples had been saying: “For over a century, the central goals of Canada’s Aboriginal policy were to eliminate Aboriginal governments; ignore Aboriginal rights; terminate the Treaties; and, through a process of assimilation, cause Aboriginal peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, social, cultural, religious, and racial entities in Canada. The establishment and operation of residential schools were a central element of this policy, which can best be described as ‘cultural genocide.’”27 The commission made clear, however, that “shaming and pointing out wrongdoing” was not the TRC’s mandate, regardless of how some might feel after learning the truth about residential schooling. Instead, the “focus on truth determination was intended to lay the foundation for the important question of reconciliation.”28 According to the report, reconciliation “requires an understanding that the most harmful impacts of residential schools have been the loss of pride and self-respect of Aboriginal people, and the lack of respect that non-Aboriginal people have been raised to have for their Aboriginal neighbours.” The commissioners thus emphasized, “Reconciliation is not an Aboriginal problem; it is a Canadian one.”29 Many Canadians have embraced the challenge put forward by the TRC and are, in differing ways, engaged in reckoning with Canada’s colonial past to build new relationships of mutual respect with Indigenous Peoples to aid reconciliation.30 We must not lose sight of the important work being done across the country.

There are others, however, who are choosing a different path: they are downplaying, disputing, and discrediting the commission’s findings specifically and residential school truths generally to reject reconciliation and defend the colonial status quo. To be sure, confronting the legacies of genocide and committing to what Stó:lō writer Lee Maracle calls “continued growth and transformation” is not easy, but it is the task that Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples living in what is currently Canada are being challenged to undertake in the era of truth and reconciliation.31
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Figure 0.11. In 2017, a new monument entitled ⱡkamnin’tik (The Children) was unveiled on the former grounds of the St. Eugene Indian Residential School near Cranbrook, British Columbia. According to the sculptor, Cameron Douglas, the commemoration honours all the students who attended the school, one of the first residential schools in the country and one of the longest-running institutions (1890–1970). Photo by Sean Carleton.





Theorizing Residential School Denialism

Scholarship in the fields of genocide studies, Indigenous studies, and setter colonial studies sheds light on how different countries around the world, including Canada, can deal with the legacies of genocide and address the phenomenon of denialism. Political scientist Adam Jones argues that the manipulation of memory and history often occurs in the aftermath of genocides. In looking at Germany’s grappling with the Holocaust, he shows how a “wilful amnesia” and “politicized forgetting” emerged in the immediate post-war period that served to distance the country and its citizens from its recent Nazi past. In reflecting on the psychology of denialism, Jones argues that “individual and collective narcissism play a pivotal role in buttressing denial; in many contexts a denialist stance heads off cognitive dissonance between one’s preferred view of self and country, and the grimmer reality.” He also points out that “there is also usually an element of material self-interest.”32 Similarly, in If Auschwitz Is Nothing: Against Denialism, philosopher Donatella Di Cesare contends that the rise of the internet and social media have contributed to an intensification of denialist discourse in recent decades.33 Di Cesare points out that denialists, as “attack-dogs of thought” and “assassins of memory,” not only seek to expose what they derisively call the “Holocaust Myth,” but they also actively depict Jewish people today as liars and scammers complicit in the “Holocaust Industry” to justify further antisemitism and hostility toward Jewish people.34 Drawing on the Holocaust denialism playbook and repurposing its language, residential school denialists oppose the “genocide myth,” brand Survivors and Indigenous Peoples as liars, and decry the so-called “Reconciliation Industry.”

Indeed, Canadian genocide scholars such as
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Star Blanket Chief of a Cree band of Indians-at- -
File Hills, son of White Calf a. Chief who wigned a Treatﬂy
with the Great white mothers Speaks to the Great White
Chief who has come such a long way to visit us. A dis-
tance so great that we have no way of speaking to you only
when a time such as this comes. Ve have waited patiently. .
for many years for a chance to ypeak to some one who would™ "«
carry a message to the Government and our ‘wizite hx:ox.hers
in the east. The first part of our message Great Chief
is .one of Good wishes and peace to yourself first and then
to the Government. For as I was born with two legs and .
as these two legs have not yet quarreled, so I wish to
live in peace with the white people. When I was in mid-
dle life the Government of the Great White Mother sent
some wise men to ask us to give them mich land. A large
camp of Indians was made near Qu'Appelle and there the
Government and Indians after much talking signed a treaty,
on paper and much was promised as well. One of these
papers has beenb carefully kept by us, and by it we Indians- -
gave to the Government a large ‘piece of land and held back
for ourselves some snnllr pieces as Reserves. In the
treaty we made then the Government promised to make a
School for every band of Indians on their own Reserve, but
are torn . :
instead little children)'from their mothers' arms or homes
by the police or Government Agénts and taking sometimes
hundreds of miles to large Schools perhaps to take sick
and die when their family cannot see them. mQ li.ttle
Ants which live in the earth love their young ones and
wish to have them in their homes. Sur‘aly us red men are
not smaller than these Ants. For many years I have not
been paid all my treaty money, it was not much only Twenty-
 five dollars each year., I need it mich as I am now nearly
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